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Summary 



This is an undated overview nf distanrA.AHi 

of some important trends in tlie liistory of tliis researcli, Aftliougli a fairly new field of echolarly 
study it has caused a great many investigations. There is good reason r^ow to consider this 
area of study a separate discipline although many of its parts can be attributed to long- 
established, well-defined research fields. 



Zusammenfassutiq 

Dieses Papier bietet eine 1990 aktualisierte Obersicht der Fernstudienforschung und einen 
Uberblicl< uber einige wichtige Trends in der Geschichte dieser Forschung. Obwohl es sich 
hierbei urn ein recht neues Forscl^ungsfeld handelt, liegt bereits eine groQe Auswahl 
wissenschafUicher Untersuchungen vor. Heute ist es deshalb durchaus begriindet, dieses 
Forschungsgebiet als eigenstSndiqe Disziplin anzusehen, wenngleich viele seiner Teilbereiche 
auch anderen, iSngst etablierten Disziplinen zugeordnet werden Iconnen. 
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To this two-way communication have, as shown in a comprehensive research report by Bd&th 
1960, been attributed a number of functions. The most important of these are to encourage, to 
correct errors, to signal difficulties on the part of the leamer. to infbrm those who prepare 
educational materials, and to allow ieanr^ and teacher to take off in directions which had not been 
foreseen. This last capacity is, for many educators, of unique value and importance, lying at the 
heart of the educationai process if it is to be worthy of the name' (Perraton 1987 p. 5). 

The role of this reaj communication varies, in some systems It merely has a supporting function 
whereas the course materials provide most of the teaching (In the fOnm of one-way traffic). The 
practice of the FemUniversitat Is a case In point, in other cases two-way traffic is at the core of the 
teaching-teaming process. This can be done by assignments being given which induce students 
to relate the general presentation of the course to their own particular concerns and experiences, 
as described by Elton, Oliver & Wray 1986, fOr example. 

Projects fbr advanced individual investigations also have to rely on personal supervision and 
guidance being constantly available (cf. Bynner 1986). and even greater demands on real person- 
to-person communication are raised by systems which provide no or little pre-produced learning 
material but offer individual support of the study of set texts by con'espondence or telephone. This 
Is what occurs in some study for London University degrees. This university has, in fact, since 
1836 confenred degrees on students who have not attended any of its classes (Tight 1987). 
Individual tutoring can be based on the study of literature prescribed or agreed between the 
professor and the individual students. Recent developments along this line have occurred in the 
contract ieaming initiated in the USA by Empire State College, NY (cf. Coughlan 1980, Worth 
1982), In a diploma currlculumn at the North East London Polytechnic (Bradbury et al. 1982, IHinds 
1987), and at Murdoch University in Western Australia (Marshall 1984). The individual student 
exerts strong influence on the objectives of his/her study. In these cases, c*'stance education is 
characterised by adaptability to students' needs and wishes, not only as far as time and methods 
are concerned. These are applications of far-reaching student independence at all levels. 

Communication in distance education is a research area to which many contributions have been 
mad' and more are to be expected. The possible impact of the communication frequency, i.e. 
how often in relation to the amount of learning matter students are invited to submit assignment for 
correction and comment, has been carefully studied by BSSth 1980, whose study was replicated 
by IHolmberg & Schuemer 1988 and 1989. In spite of the plausibility of the assumption that 
frequent communication promotes learning neither of these studies have resulted in any 
statistically significant support of it. A discussion of the problem on the basis of empirical research 
occurs in Hoimberg I989e. which contains contributions also by Bd&th, Diehl and Rekkedal as 
v>^i as the Hoimberg & Schuemer study mentioned. Cf. also Thompson & Castro 1988. 



RMeareh as catering to the needs of theoreticians and practitioners 

• 

The conditions, methods and processes of distance education can - Wke other objects of study • 
be seen from different viewpoints. To the distance-^ucatlon practitioner those aspects come to 
the fore that are relevant to facilitating and optimising teaching and learning. To the scholar 
concerned with distance education It Is on the one hand the understanding of its character and 
appllcability, on the other hand the explanations of its processes that are important. 

Fortunately these concerns of the practitioner and the theoretician converge. The letter's aim 'is to 
find explanatory theories (If possible, toje explanatory theories): that is to say, theories which 
describe certain structural properties of the world, and which permit us to deduce, with the help of 
initial conditions, the effects to be explained' (Popper 1980 p. 61). This means, as the philosopher 
quoted says elsewhere, that the task of scholarship is on the one hand theoretical, to bring about 
explanation, on the other hand practical, to provide for application or technology (Popper 1972 p. 
49). Application, whether seen as consideration of target groups and study goals, methodology or 
administration, media selection or technology, or some other aspect of practice is, oi course, 
exactly v^at the practitioner is primarily interested in. 

The epistemological concerns of distance-education research has so far been given little attention; 
this topic is discussed in Minnis 1985, Evans & Nation 1987, Inglis 1988 and Holmberg 1990, 
however, and is at least touched on in Harris 1987. 

Research into distance education of theoretical and practical importance includes knowledge 
acquisition as to the identification of students, their circumstances, needs and wishes, the study 
process, the courses used, the effectiveness and economics of the teaching and learning, as well 
as the general relevance to individuals and to society. Insight into the potentials of distance 
education for individual learning and various degrees of student autonomy as well as. 
paradoxically, mass communication is a ubiquitous concern. 

We shall look into this research, but let us first give some attention to its basis and delineate our 
research area. 



1 The concept of distance education 

The term distance education covers the various forms of teaching and learning at all levels which 
are not under the continuous, immediate supervision of tutors present with their students in lecture 
rooms or on the same premises, but which, nevertheless, benefit from the planning, guidance and 



tuition^ of the staff of a tutorial organisation. Its main characteristic Is that It relies on non- 
contiguous, l.e. mediated comn^unlcatlon. Distance study denotes the activity of the students, 
distance teaching that of the tutorial organisation. 



There are evidently two chief partners in the teaching-leamlng process. I.e. the student and the 
distance-teaching organisation with Its tutors, counsellors and administrators. Following Delling I 
rrt^ to tNs organisation. it a school, a university, an assodaUon or a company, as the 
supporting organisation. 

The understanding and the very concept of distance education has been made the subject of 
scholarly debate, thus in Bd&th 1981. Bartcer. Frisble & Patrick 1989. Delling 1966 and 1987. 
Gamson 1989. Garrison & Shale 1987. Holmberg 1977 and 1989f. Keegan 1980 and 1990. y'osli 
1988. Rumble 1989a and b. Shale 1988 and 1989 and elsewhere. Part of this debate Is concerned 
with the role of face-to-face Interaction as a supplementary or Integrating element and part of It 
with the changes brought about by modem media. The possible convergence with traditional 
education is another case in point, to which attention is given particularly In Australia, a Smith & 
KeHy 1987. Shale 1989 In stressing this convergence with the 'malnstr«iam' of education, refers to 
a 'paradigmatic shift' evidently because of the Influence of information and communication 
technology, but keeps within the definition given above in that he describes non-contiguous 
communication as the main charactenVIc of distance education. 

In ttie British usage of the late 1980s the tcn-m open learning Is often used in the sense of distance 
education as described above (cf. Thorpe 1987? who explicitly testifies to this change of meaning). 
This seems to be a regrettable development from the point of view of conceptual clarity. Open 
teaming really refers to open access and openness "with respect to place, time, content of 
learning, mode of learning, etc.' (Dewal 1986 p. 8) and need not rely on non-contiguous 
communteatton. Cf. van den Boom & Schlusmans 1989. Cunningham 1987. Foks 1987, Holmberg 
1989a and b, Paine 1988 and Rumbte 1989a. 



2 Student bodies 



Distance-teaching institutions in different parts of the world have collected a great number of data 
about ttieir students, their age. sex. family, occupations, study time available, study milieu and 
conditions of study, prior knowledge, aims etc. (Mcintosh. Calder & Swift 1976. Ansere 1978. 
RInck 1980. Wfingdahl 1980 etc.). Data concerning degrees, examinations, marks, drop-out and 
ottw information about study results have been registered everywhere. Cf. Graff & Holmberg 



1988. 



1) Th« word tuWon* is used in its British aensa. meaning •tutoring, teaching'; here it has nothing to do with fees as it would 
ntvv m AnMncan usage. 



There is evidence to indicate that distance students cannot be regarded as a homogeneous 
group. The only common factor Is that, with few exceptions, these students are adults and 
consequently as a mle are gainfully employed and/or are housewives. The age group 25 to 35 
seems to be the largest one In most systems. The Australian University of New England reports 
that the average age of their distant students was. In 1979, 34 years; 73.1 per cent of the students 
of the Spanish Unlversidad Nadonal de Educacl6n a Distanda are over 26. whereas 
correspondence students in Brazil taking courses at lower secondary level are usually 15 to 20- 
year-old male workers. Although in some countries (Nonvay and Sweden are typic-. examples) 
distance study Is an almost universially recognized study form, with male and female students In 
all social strata, in other countries (West Gemwny, for Instance) It is mainly seen as a second 
chance for people previously unable to acquire a formal education. Distance study evidently 
contributes to social mobility. It did so in Sweden during the flist half of this century and 
afterwards, and it does so in the UK at present. 

The gigantic student bodies of the Chinese TV universities deserve special mention. In 1989 some 
650 000 degree students were registered with these universities, which can already record more 
than a million graduates and another two million students who have completed non-degree 
programmes. This Is the more impressive as after a start in 1960 the universities were closed down 
for ten years during the so-called cultural revolution pcie 1989). The student bodies consist of both 
mature men and women 'delegated' by their employers to study full time or part time (without any 
salary reduction) and of youngsters studying at a distance as a result of conventional universities 
being overburdened. Cf. Hawkridge & McCormick 1983 and Zhao 1988. 

American and British studies indicate that 'correspondence students' to a greater extent than other 
adult students have examinations and degrees as their aims. On the other hand, considerable 
numbers of them have declared, in different contexts, that they study purely for academic interest. 

Mcintosh, Calder & Swift 1976 and Glatter & Wedell 1971 have shed some light on the reasons 
why students have chosen distance study instead of other types of adult education. The replies to 
a questionnaire sent to 20 000 students and answered by some 12 000 showed, according to 
Glatter & Wedell, that more than 70 per cent chose correspondence study because it was felt 
better than other study forms to facilitate the planning of the study programme chosen and to 
assess the progress made. The time factor came next as a reason given for the choice of study. 
More then 50 per cent answered that they had chosen correspondence study because it makes 'it 
easier for you to work at your own pace than If you went to classes'. Almost the same percentage 
regarded going to classes as 'uneconomical of time'. More than a third of the respondents stated 
that they preferred studying on their own 'to studying in a class with other people'. 



Of Iht rMtont given by ttudonts tor studying with the Open University, it was tourtd that those 
•trittlng ends predominated over those stressing means' (Mcintosh, Caider & Swift 1976 p. 245). 
The younger students stressed educational quaMicetions and JotM, whereas reference to the 
general widening of knowledge increased with age. 

Rlnclt's study shows that the three most important reasons why the students investigated had 
chosen correspondence education were: 

• The freedom offered to pace their study as they wanted to ^ per cent) 

• The support provided In planning the study and assessing progress (In relation to completely 
unaided study) (73 per cent) 

- A predilection for Individual vrark: 'I Wke working l)y myself (63 per cent) 

(Rinck1980pp.6-9) 

Distant students' views of themselves Is of great Inturest in this context. An Investigation of these 
has been made by QOttert 1983, who reports on an Intend study of more than 500 
FemUnlverslttt prospective and real students. These 'saw themselves as more competitive, 
achievement oriented and assertive' than the average general population and student groups 
Investigated. 'Only smaH differences were found between dropouts and perslsters (after one year 
m distant study): the perslsters (before enrolment) had portrayed themselves as more competent 
and successful In coping with academic and sodal demands (Gflttert 1983. Summary before 
the Hst of contents). 

These are results illuminating the sftuation in countries where there is a real choice between study 
opportunities. When the traditional educational faculties of a country are overburdened, students 
may enrol for distance-education programmes because they represent the only possibility open to 
them. ReaHsing this must not stand in the way of the insight that to many adults in various parts of 9 
the worW distance education is the preferred mode of study as It allows entirely private and 
indMdual learning, requires no classroom attendance and can make study independent of time 
and place. 

Attempts have been made to find out what types of students distance education suits best and 
who Is most apt to benefit from distance education. So far we are hardly in a situation to give 
anything like a definite reply. However, some intimations are possible. From three German studies 
can be concluded 

• that the agreement between personal interest and course offer (degree structure) is the most 
decisive factor for success (continuation of study) and failure (drop-out) (Bartels 1982 p. 11 . 
Bartels 1983 p. 16) 
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• Ihit tludtntt Inclined to work on their own rather than oollectlvely, l.e. those who do not feel any 
handteap ol holaton. but rely on their own MtiaAivet :o ettab^ 

b» tuooeasM (Bartela 1962 p. 18), whereas most dropH)uts suffer tmm learning in isolation 
(Barti4sl8e3p.24-2S) 

* nMt a certah anK)unt of reslgnatlo'i concerning the chances of professional prorn 
common among the drop-outs (Bartels 1963 p. 7) 

• that moat of the students investigated, whether successful or not, are on the whole satisfied with 
the courses and student sen^ provided, although Sonne are explicitly critical of the pacing 
imposed on them, poor-quality tutor comments, slow tum-round time fbr submission assignments 
and administrative snags (Barteis 1 982 pp. 34 • 35; Barteis 1983 pp. 30 - 32. 35 - 36) 

* that the drop-outs have 'greater problems co-ordinating the requirements of their jobs, families 
and study than those continuing their study and are less capable of substaining heavy worl<ioads 
and changes in Job situations; the latter are more prepared to accept that their personal life suffers 
during their time of study' (Barteis. Helms. Rossid & Schormann 1984 p. 94). 

Apart ftwn the last characteristic, which Is concerned with physiceJ and mental strength, and, 
partly, the general satisfaction with the study facilities, this summary indicates the dependence of 
success on strong study motivation generally and motivation for distance study in particular. 

A study by Rekkedal indicates on the basis of statistical evidence 

* that practlcaliy no relationship could be established between students' domestic background 
and discontinuance (Rekkedal 1972 p. 17); this is remarkable as distant students generally stress 
the importance of encouraging support from husband/wife and other family members (cf. Barteis 
1962 p. 14 and 1983 p. 20 confirming this) 

• that oWer students 'sun/ived' to a greater extent and achieved better results than younger 
students (Ibteleni p. 26), which, as far as the first statement is concerned, agrees with Donehower's 
study of 1968; as to the second statement Oonehower 

'.. fourKi that the okJest group (only 9 students more than 60 years old) received the lowest 
marks. Except fbr these oklest students, the achievement rose with increasing age of 
group, at least up to about 45 years of age' 

(Rekkedal1972p.26). 

•that, not unexpectedly, there were positive correlations between the levels of previous education 
and both sur -t.-al and achievement, which agrees with findings at The Open University (Mcintosh, 
Woodiey & Morrison 1 980 pp. 54 - 55). 
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Bm\ though, thus, ago and previous education are important, the one single factor that is typicai 
of the iuooatslut distant student is personal motivation. CI. Sewart 1983 p. 168. IMasson 1987 
favours, on the basis of reflections on Jungian typology, the hypothesis that distance education is 
more appropriate fbr students of the introvert type than for extroverts. So far this hypothesis has 
not been tasted empiricaiiy. 

How many students drop out and why they do so are problems engaging many scholars (B&&th 
1964. Peters 1986. e.g.). 

Students' learning styles, particularly as analysed by Marton and his Gothenburg group (Marton 
1975. 1979 and 1983. Marton & Sfiljd 1976). have caused a number of attempts to influence 
course development. See further Pask 1976a and b. Coggins 1986 and Howard 1965. e.g. 

Many adults prefer distance study to other forms of learning because they feel It makes them more ^ 
independent This is undoubtedly (In most cases) a reality as far as timing is concerned. The 
question is whether distance education is or can become a method for acquiring knowledge and 
skills on conditions detemnined by students, and thus be a method suitable for autonomous 
students, a Moore 1972. Thorough studies of autonomy^xpecting and autonomy-supporting 
distance education have been made by Monika Weingartz. to some extent within the framework of 
a FemUniversltat international investigation (Weingartz 1986 and 1990). 



3 Teaching and learning in a restricted sense 



There are two constituent elements of teaching and learning In distance education. One is the 
presentation of learning matter in pre-produced courses; the other Is the communication between 
the supporting organisation fits tutors and/or counsellors) and its students. The former, which can 
be labelled course development, is concerned with the creation and production of learning 
material for the message of the supporting organisation to the students, i.e. with one-way traffic 
between the supporting organisation anri the students. Both have been subjected to thorough 
research. 



3.1 Course development 



It is probably true to say that the greatest number of research studies within the field of distance 
educatton have concentrated on course development, its requirements. Its use of communicable, 
more or less behaviourist objectives, selection and structuring of contents, the choice and use of' 
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media, language and style and similar matters. Here it has been possible to draw on research on 
wltten presentations generally, use of radio and TV, audio and video recordings, information 
technology, illustration techniques etc. The Open University seems to have contributed a 
particularly great number of studies spedficaiiy relevant to the development of distance-education 
materials (Bates 1984, Macdonaid-Ross 1973, 1977 and 1979, Waller 1980, e.g.). 

*?everal distance educators have concerned themselves with various general approaches, Wke 
behaviourism, cognitive psychology, discovery learning, cybernetic theory, aptitude-treatment 
interaction, subsuming and 'meaningful verbal learning' In Ausubel's sense etc. Possibilities to 
individualise teaching also when preproduced courses are used, i.e. allowing students to choose 
their own objectives as far as this is possible, have been subjected to some important studies 
(LjosA & Sandvold 1976 e.g.). Pluralistic approaches implying the use of literature chosen at least 
to sonrw extent at students' discretion with the help of study guides orienting them in the subjects 
and sources concerned have been studied in a scholarly way by some distance-education 
researchers (Lehner & Weingartz 1981 and 1985, e.g.). Approaches of this l<lnd tend to direct 
attention to so-called contract learning and Its application in distance education (Worth 1982, 
Weingartz 1990). 

The use of study guides is to be compared with that of self-contained courses which, in principle, 
provide all the teaching required and are usually prefened at elementary levels. They appear less 
suitable when conflicting approaches are to be presented. Cf. Holmberg 1989a p. 66. Here study 
guides to recommended reading are usually prefened. In a study of their use Du Plessis 
underlines that 

study guide design should afford individual students the opportunity of developing their 
own learning styles. Once they have identified the teaching objectives, they should find, 
and be able to use, multiple access points to the subject matter. The study guide should 
enable students to keep to the order of presentation if they wish, or to select areas they 
consider relevant, skip material they have already encountered and do not wish to repeat, 
or evaluate themselves on any section where they wish to ascertain their standing, even if 
they do this before studying the relevant part in any great detail. It follows that study guides 
can hardly be too easy' in this regard. They should, however, provide a measure of 
'difficult' work as well by, for example, inserting appropriate self-evaluation questions that 
challenge even the best of r^udents. 

(duRessis1987, 13) 

Study guides should, preferably, in the interest of plurality, encourage students to use a number of 
different sources. This usually necessitates the availability of library services. A second best is the 
use of specially prepared readers which contain contributions representing different approaches. 
This practice evidently tends not to diminish interest in library facilities. On the basis of research by 
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WInttr and Cameron, Jevons states: 



2II252?,SL2^?^ ^^^^ as well as study guides, students make more use of 
JlTSLST'-SSr ^SUSL i « WbrnwHort than do students who do not 

get readers. Their appetite is whetted rather than saUalad. 



(Jevons 1984. 32) 



Interest in promoting students' Independence is great among distance educators . On the basis of 
an intemationai study of some 200 distance-teaching organisations I could report as follows in 
1988: 'A dear correlation tMtween success rates and approaches favouring student Independence 
was fbund. These approaches Include Individual (free) pacing of the study a? to assignment 
submission, the possibility fOr students to influence the study content and encouraging querying 
attitudes among them. A maybe somewhat surprising finding is that the majority of the 
organisations studied do not pace their students but allow them to submit assignments when It 
suits their individual time-tables. This seems to be a tangible sign of belief In the value of student 
independence' (Graff & Hdmberg 1988 p. 90). 

Distance educators have developed techniques to direct students' attention to Important issues, to 
considering i^nd searching for solutions. Various designs are used to help students to structure 
their learning. Apart from graphical methods such as headings, graphs and change of type a 
number of pedagogical pointors are used. Here belong attention-directors of various Idnds. Those 
which are most typical of distance-study courses are suggestions to note or review something and 
self-checking exercises. Assignments for submission can also have this function. Ausubel's 
•advance organisers' and Rothkopf s Inserted questions are also of common occurrence (Ausubel 
1968 pp. 148 and 137, Rothkopf 1966 and 1970). 

A Venezuelan study by Anne Benkfl de Rotaeche of different versions of the same distance- 
teacWng course is of particular Interest here as it looks Into the basic questions whether 
Instnjcttonal design In this sense actually exerts a positive Influence on learning effectiveness or 
not. On the basis of careful empirical investigations of a small student sample the author 
concludes that her analysis 'supports numerous studies that have demonstrated the Importance of 
Instwcttonai aids' (Benkd de Rotaeche 1987 p. 67). Her study shows that 'different versions 
stimulated different learning activfties and that higher achievements were attained when the 
Instnjcttonal aids were taken into account, it was also fbund that instructional design was able to 
stimulate a higher level of processing' (ibidem p. vii). 

Other scholars are more reserved In their attitude to attention-directors and similar aids used in 
educattonal design. This would seem to apply to Welngartz 1980 and 1981 . who considers formal 
text criteria fairiy Insignificant In relation to the basic text design, which may start out from 
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problems to b« solved and thus support prot)lem learning, or may simply present ready-made 
systems of knaMedge for reproductive learning, and even more to Marton. who fears that all kinds 
of attention-directors may avert students' Interest from the content to the technical aspects of the 
reading process, thus encouraging surface learning and leading to neglect of deep structure. 

Among a great number of contributions to knov.Hedge about media and their potentia' . Bates 1984 
stands out it is a bool( containing artides on. inter aNa. text and processors. TV 
audto and video recordings, viewdata (videotex), telephone and computer teaching. A 
presentation concentrating more on technical aspects Is Winders 1988. 

Dangers connected with the use of modem technology have been discussed by some scholars. 
Thus an article by Stephen Fox Is a reminder to distance educators and educational technologists 
of modem trends which can lead to education being regarded merely as informetion transfer. Fox 
fears that the current proliferation of new technology Is replacing the agency of human 
speculation with a kind of impersonal, disembodied, free-floating, public dissemination of 
infOnmation' (Fox 1989 p. 269) and that 'just as humanism gradually sapped the divine element in 
the nature of knowledge, the cun'ent post-modernism Is sapping the human element' (ibidem p. 
27). Criticism of educational technology from a different viewpoint, that of the so-called critical 
theory, occurs in Hanis 1987. 

There can be little doubt that Fox has reason for his warning, but a fact that should be mentioned 
is that there is among many distance educators a strong commitment to liberal education in the 
humanist traditton. This commitment fortunately goes further than the 'rhetoric' which Fox rightly 
finds 'at the very least, ambiguous' (p. 275). That this is so is illuminated by the current discussion 
about II appllcability of self-contained courses, about which I have said elsewhere that they 'can 
easily become autoaatic. telling students not only what to do but what conclusions are the proper 
ones, thus depriving them of the exercise of their own criticism and judgement' (Holmberg 1989a 
p. 13). More tangible evidence of this commitment occurs in the very practice of more academic 
types of distance education - from a strictly structured study of set texts representing different and 
even contrasting views to project work and so-called contract learning as well as R & D initiatives 
safe-guarding far-reaching student autonomy (Holmberg 1989a pp. 65 - 68 and 154 - ISO. Elton, 
Oliver & Wray 1986. Ljos& & Sandvold 1976). 

Kathleen Forsythe directs educators' attention to the 'generative' and 'degenerative' effects that a 
medium may have: 

A degenerative effect would be one that Inhibited conversation. This could be effected by 
stifling the Imagination or isolating the participant from conversation. 

(Forsythe 1986 p. 23) 
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Shi rt4er« to criticism of tdevision In this oont«xt and underlines the necessity to choose and use 

m««i In a wtythtl encourages crettMty and to avoid 1*edbaci<lnf^ (p. 

24). This Is particularly relevant to the use of computer technology oflen causes 
programming in advance, which Forsythe rejects as negative to the variety so necessary for 
learning' Obidem). 

WhBa warnings of the type mentioned are highly reievam, .the potential of modem technology Is 
twidently oon8iderat)le and has not yet been either exhausted or sufficiently investigated. Can. for 
exarnple, soKailed hypennedla systems enable tutors and learners to create their 0^ 
through a corpus of related material' (HaN et al 1969 p. 210), which would make for liberal 
education? it is evident, though, that there are a number of obstacles to Implementhg new 
technology in distance education (cf. Lmosw 1988). 

However, the medium primarily used for one-way traffic. I.e. for the presentation of learning matter 
is and WW undoubtedly remain print. It is also the by far most frequently mentioned medium in a 
FemUniversltat Intemational study based on questionnaire replies (Doerfert & See-Bdgehold 1988 
p. 47). 

Beside a number of studies of specific measures and media there has also been some search for 
overarching principles In course development. I have made some attemp.s in this direction by my 
theory of guided didactic conversation and my empathy approach implying that teaching and 
learning are a communication process resembling conversation. The pre-produced courses which 
cater for one-way traffic are then taicen to represent simulated communication whereas real 
communication occurs In distance education through mediated interaction between students and 
the supporting organisation (Hoimberg. Schuemer & Obermeier 1982). Research contributions 
pointing In the same direction have been made by Pask 1976a and b, Thomas & Harry-Augstein 
1977, Forsythe 1986. Juler 1989 and others. I 



3.2 Two-way communication 

Distant students do not learn only from course materials, but also from interaction with tutors (and 
others representing the supporting organisation). As they are at a distance from their organisation, 
this interactton is mediated and occurs in the form of vi^itten correspondence, telephone 
conversations, computer communication or other means which allow non-contiguous 
communteation. Written correspondence and telephone interaction are the most common types of 
mediated communteation (Schuemer igesa p. 55). Usually this interaction is chiefly based on 
assignments fOr submission attached to pre-produced course units. An enlightening discussion of 
prindpie^ fOr designing feed-back situattons in distance education based on modern literature on 
instnictkxwi design occurs in Howard 1987. 
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To this two-way communication have, as shown In a comprehensive research report by BfiSth 
1960. been attributed a number of functions. The nfK>8t Important of these are to encourage, to 
correct errors, to signal difficulties on the part of the learner, to Inform those who prepare 
educational materials, and to allow learner and teacher to take off In directions which had not been 
foreseen. This last capacity is, for many educators, of unique value and importance, lying at the 
heart of the educational process If It is to be worthy of the name' (Perraton 1987 p. 5). 

The role of this real communication varies, in some systems It merely has a supporting function 
vi^hareas the course materials provide most of the teaching (In the form of one-way traffic). The 
practice of the FemUnlversltdt Is a case In point. In other cases two-way traffic is at the core of the 
teachlng-leaming process. This can be done by assignments being given which induce students 
to relate the general presentation of the course to their own particular concerns and experiences, 
as described by Elton, Oliver & Wray 1986, for example. 

F^rpjects fbr advanced individual investigations also have to rely on personal supervision and 
guidance being constantly available (cf. Bynner 1986), and even greater demands on real person- 
to-person communication are raised by systems which provide no or little pre-produced learning 
material but offer individual support of the study of set texts by con«spondence or telephone. This 
is what occurs in some study for London University degrees. This university has, in fact, since 
1836 confenred degrees on students who have not attended any of its classes (Tight 1987). 
Individual tutoring can be based on the study of literature prescribed or agreed between the 
professor and the individual students. Recent developments along this line have occurred in the 
contract learning initiated in the USA by Empire State College, NY (cf. Coughlan 1980, Worth 
1982), in a diploma curriculumn at the North East London Polytechnic (Bradbury et al. 1982, Hinds 
1967), and at Murdoch University in Westem Australia (Marshall 1984). The Individual student 
exerts strong influence on the objectives of his/her study. In these cases, d-stance education is 
characterised by adaptability to students' needs and wishes, not only as far as time and methods 
are concerned. These are applications of far-reaching student independence at all levels. 

Communication in distance education is a research area to which many contributions have been 
mad' and more are to be expected. The possible impact of the communication frequency, i.e. 
how often in relation to the amount of learning matter students are invited to submit assignment for 
correction and comment, has been carefully studied by BSSth 1980, whose study was replicated 
by Hoimberg & Schuemer 1988 and 1989. in spite of the plausibility of the assumption that 
frequent communication promotes learning neither of these studies have resulted in any 
statistically significant support of it. A discussion of the problem on the basis of empirical research 
occurs In Hoimberg I989e, which contains contributions also by BdSth, Diehl and Rel<l<edal as 
well as the Hoimberg & Schuemer study mentioned. Cf. also Thompson & Castro 1988. 
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The importance of short turn-round times (from students sending an assignment to the supporting 
organisation until the assignment has been returned with the tutors* corrections and comments) 
has been seriously looked Into by Rekkedal 19^3. Barker et al 1966 and DIehl 1982 and 1989. 
While Rekkedal's study showed that completk)n rates conrelated with turn-round time, a 
statisticatly signfltoant finding. Oiehi has come to a different conduskm and Barker et al. only 
partly oonfimi Rekkedal's findings. There is uncertainty about what In different contexts constitutes 
delayed feedback and about the Interaction of the time element with other factors. This is 
discussed in Holmberg ig89e. There is no doubt, however, that delayed communication can be a 
great weakness of nomial distance education. The possibility to use microcomputers, modems 
and telephone communicatton. soK^lled electron^ nwil. to attain immediate reception both of 
students' assignment papers etc. and of tutors' corrections and comments will undoubtedly bring 
about considerable improvement as soon as the cost for (K^uipment can be afforded by students 
and organisations. The organisational and technical developments in this respect will be an 
Important research topic. Cf. Scriven 1988. Mason & Kaye 1989. 

A number of further investigations of mediated communication as earned out by other media than 
the written word have been made, thus e.g. telephone interaction by Flinck 1978. Robinson 1984 
and others, computerised communication by Bacsish 1984. Bddth & Mdnsson 1977. Lampikoski 
1984. Jonee 1984. 0'Shea 1984. Mason & Kaye 1989 etc. A survey of research and practical 
applications of communication in distance education occurs on pp. 92 - 1 16 of Holmberg 1989a. 

The attempts to identify overarching principles mentioned under 3. 1 are relevant also to the two- 
way communication in distance education. The empathy concept has. not unexpectedly, been 
found to apply as much to the interaction between students and the supporting organisation as to 
course deveioprrient. A 1985 investigation by Rekkedal. which sheds light on the communication 
process, denrwn strates this. 

Communication based on assignments can be merely matter-of-fact without any really personal 
element. Many distance educators consider such impersonal correction and commenting a waste 
of valuable opportunities. If personal rapport is established, students are likely to enjoy the 
learning more and to be more succesful than othenwise. 
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Rekkedal's study is relevant in this context. It tests a 'new' tutor role which integrates 'the functions 
of administrative measures, tuition and counselling' (Rekkedal 1985 p. 35). Each student in 
Rekkedal's experimental group was given one contact person in the distance-teaching 
organisation. This contact person was the student's tutor, counsellor and administrator answering 
questions about all matters connected with the study. Rekkedal investigated the outcome of this 
Integration of supporting tasks, which included introductory letters in which the contact persons 
introduced themselves to their students, short turn-round times for assignments and frequent 
telephone contacts wrth students. The study comprised a comparison between an experimental 
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greupolltredthMeservioM by a pertorwl tutor-counsellor While stu^ courses ofa 
course combirwtlon leading to a professional qualification and a control group following the usual 
pattern of the school concerned (NKI In Oslo). 

The main (Sfference between the treatnrtent of the experimental group and the control 
group was that the axperlinentai students corrwminicated with one personal tutor 
intagraling administrative, teaching and counselling functions, which nonnally are 
aeparaled (Reidcedal 1965 p. 9). 

Statistically significant differences were found between the two groups. The students In the 
•xperkDentaJ group had a higher completion rate, they were more active In their studies and 
compieted a larger number of study units and courses during the experimental period' (Rekkedal 
1965 p. 13). 

On counselling in distance education important studies have been made by, for Instance, Sewart 
1964 and Thornton & Mitchell 1978. 



4 Administering distance education 

The administration of distance education necessarily exerts strong influence on the teaching- 
learning process. The Rekkedal project just referred to illuminates the inten'elationship between 
educatton per se and administratton. The distrlbutkm of course materials Ondividually following 
each student's submission of assignments, periodically on fixed dates or the whole course at the 
beginning of the study) can mean much for students' possibilities to wori< independently. The 
same applies to pacing imposed on students by the supporting organisations. Such prescribed 
pacing is of common occurrence although It often creates avoidable problems and can lead to 
discontinuation (Bartels & Hofmann 1978). Whether or not to impose pacing is a bone of 
contention among distance educators. Cf. Daniel & Marquis 1979, Delling 1975 and Holmberg 
1989a pp. 150 -160. 

Distance education is organised in very different ways depending on the general conditions of the 
supporting organisation. Extreme contrasts are the large-scale systems of the Open-University 
type and small-scale systems like the Australian University of New England. In the fOrmer there Is 
conskierable division of labour so that course developers create courses in large editions with 
often thousands of students per course, whereas a number of tutors, counsellors and 
administrative staff provide for student service. In the latter individual university lecturers develop 
distance-study courses for their own students only and also function as their tutors. Cf. Holmberg 
1986a Chapter 2.1. There are also a number of further organisational approaches. In some 
studies the conditions referred to have caused a development of typologies of distance-teaching 
systems (Kieegan 1990 Chapter 8, for example). A typological study by Schuemer 1988b is of 
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Special Interest as It consistently relies on the empirical data of some 200 distance-teaching 
organisations. 

Orgamsatlonakadmlnlstratlve considerations of course development have led to a number of 
studies (Holmberg 1983. Kaufman 1982). Basically, as shown in these studies, two organisational 
approaches dominate. They are the course-team approach, which by division of the course 
development work among sut)ject specialists, educational designers, illustrators, media 
specialists, etc.. caters for first-class expertise on aH aspects of the course being created, and the 
author-edltor approach, which tries to unite subject expertise with educational design. 

The course-team approach may lead to a de^Mrsonalised style of presentation contrary to the 
style of didactic conversation and may tend to support the presentation of learning matter as 
ready-made systems rather than as guides to problem-solving, a. Weingartz 1980 pp. 167 - 169. 
To what extent these effects occur or are avoidable Is uncertain, although there are signs that few 
of the courses created by course teams are based on problem-solving approaches (Weingartz 
op.cit.). 

The organisation and administration of distance education constitute an area of research to which 
a number of contributions nave been made and more are needed. A comprehensive survey of 
what has been done so far vwth a number of original approaches is Rumble 1986. Further up-to- 
date contributions to this field are the relevant chapters in Kaye & Rumble 1981 and Henri & Kaye 
1985. A study of the very system or systems of distance education is a concern of both theoretical 
and practical relevance, gosd 1975. including among other papers Erdos* classical 'System of 
distance education in terms of sub-systems and characteristic functions', bears witness to this. 
Data ftor further analyses have been made available in Doerfert. Schuemer & Tomaschewski 1 989. 



5 Special applications of distanco education 

While most applications of distance education apply to aduH. further and higher education it also 
occurs under tutors* immediate supennsion in schools fbr children and youngsters in sparsely 
inhabited areas or where there is a lacl< of qualified teachers. Usually one teacher/supervisor 
looks after a number of young people undertaking distance study of various subjects at varying 
levels. Supennsed distance study also occurs as entirely individual study when isolated children 
are taught by distance methods at home, usually with one of the parents as supervisor. Most 
supen^sed distance study of the fbrmer kind is concerned with secondary education; Australia in 
particular has much experience of primary distance education of isolated children. 

What has been said above about methods and media is largely applicable to supervised distance 
education. Although the term 'supervised correspondence study' may still be more common than 
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'tuparvitad distance study', written communication seams to t>e iass dominant here than In other 
types of distance education. This is mostly because of the face-to-face support Inherent In this 
type. Further, fbr many years radio has t)een a most important communication means In primary 
education of this Idnd. t)oth fbr one-way traffic and tot two-way communication (cf. McGuIre 1973 
and Fitzpatrici( 1982 on Australia's schools of the air). Electronic mall will, of course, t>e of great 
importance to supewised distance education of any Idnd. Taylor & Tomllnson hold ihat it could 
evan 'signal a new approach to primary distance education' by involving the distance education 
teacher more closely with the isolated child' (Taylor & Tomllnson 1985 p. IV). See also Vivian 1986. 

Much experience has been gained of supen/ised distance education and some of it has been duly 
documented. On wori< done in this area In Australia, see Rayner 1949, Taylor & Tomllnson 1985, 
Tomllnson. Coulter & Peacocl< 1985, In North America, see Chllds 1953, Mitchell 1962, Woodley 
1986, in Israel, see Welssbrot 1969. In Sweden, see Holmberg 1973. Cf. further Tesarowsk1 1984. 

The principles of supervised distance education are applied also to the training of adults, for 
example in staff-development programmes, even In military contexts (Saxe 1965, Mllanes1 1978, 
Elton. Oliver & Wray 1986). Some programmes of this idnd have proved to be exti'emely cost 
effective (Staaf 1973; cf. Holmberg 1989 p. 138). The British so called Open-Tech, Open College 
and flexlmode' approaches are of Interest In this context. The term Heximode' refers to flexible 
arrangements not only fOr Individual (often self-paced) learning based on pre-produced course 
materials but also fOr teacher-contact time arKi the use of resources (Ashhurst 1985). 
Administrative and financial concerns related to fleximode and its use of computers have been 
studied by Bowles 1987. 

6 Course and systems evaluation 

The type of evaluation which is not primarily concerned with assessing the achievements of 
students and awarding marl<s but rather with the estimation of distance courses and systems of 
distance education has attracted much attention. A useful approach to the evaluation of distance- 
education systems Is presented in Rumble 1981 . Formative evaluation in the form of 
developmental testing as part of course creation has been described and dircussed by, among 
others, Henderson & Nathenson 1976 and Bartels & Wurster 1979 (the latter in German). The 
methodology of evaluation has been looked into (from a mainly technological point of view) in 
Chapter 4 of Holmberg 1989a and in a way critical of rationalisation approaches by Kemmis 1980; 
cf. also Evans & Nation 1989. The evaluation of distance education naturally largely relies on 
principles developed for educational evaluation generally. Scriven 1967 and Stake 1977 have been 
particulariy Influential. A most useful handbook for distance educators is Thorpe 1988, In which 
more attention Is given to the evaluation of tuition and counselling than In other contributions 
known to me. 
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WhU moet •valuation of distanca education it concerned with are the effects on students* 
•chievemert and their attitudes to their courses, the supporting organisation and distance 
•ducation generaHy. Studies of course completion and student drop out belong here. Important 
retewch in this area has been conducted by BUth 1964. Reldcedal 1978. Peters 1988 and a 
nunnber of other scholars. 

Other Idnds of evaluation are mainly Ibcused on the economics of distance education, thus. e.g. 
W*gnw 1977. Snowden & Daniel 1960 and PeiTaton 1962. Keegan 1990 summaries much of this 
research. There is fWrly general agreement that distance education can offer considerable financial 
ad'intages 



7 Th«or«tical approaches to distance education 

The earliest and some latter-day attempts to develop theories of distance education are mainly 
concerned virfth the identification of Its very character, thus Delling 1966 and 1987. Peters 1973, 
1969 and Sewart 1961 and Keegan 1990. 

The directions of research In this area so far followed vary. Whereas BiAxh 1979 consistently 
reiaies the concerns of distance education to weli-lcnown general theories of teaching and 
learning. Moore 1973 and 1977 in developing his theoretical approach and discussing the distance 
concept distinguishes between dialogue and stmcture as Important elements of distance. Peters 
1973 (1963 and 1989) analyses distance education as an Industrial form of teaching and learning 
and stresses rationalisation, division of labour, economies of scale and similar characteristics of 
distance-education organisations. Wedemeyer 1981 (and elsewhere) represents a liberal, 
humanistic, 'andragogicai' approach. Kevin Smith 1983 should be mentioned as a protagonist of 
the dual-mode approach, which represents a i<lnd of distance education which, as far as periods 
of study, examinations and general conditions are concerned. Is a consistent parallel to on- 
campus study. 

The search for a theory that can guide practical worl( Is a complicated endeavour. Some empirical 
findings and theoretical deliberations of relevance have been presented by BSSth 1982. 

For further worl< epistemological concerns must be considered, descriptive elements must be 
identified.- explanatory and predictive potentials •ool<ed into when assumptions are made. It should 
be possible, at least to some extent, to express these assumptions as logico-deductive 
hj'potheses (if A, then/then not B; or. the more/less A. the more/less B), which can be 
transfbm»ed into prescriptive rules. If such hypotheses are generated from a logically coherent but, 
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at the outset, possit>ly onty implicit theory, the testing implies attempts to falsify or corrolwate this 
theory. 

Perraton 1981 , iMSing his arguments on a view of educatk)n as connected with power and a base 
both tor expanding education as an egalitarian requirement and for stressing the importance of 
dialogue. mtkM his contribution to a theory of distance educat<cn in the fOrm of fourteen 
hypotheses or statements. He indicates a desire to find ways of testing his hypotheses. The 
present author has attemped a hypotheticoKJeductive theory based on the rapport and empathy 
concept It has. as far as a theory of teaching for distance education is concerned, generated 
eleven testable (and. in fact, in part already tested) hypotheses, some of which resemble at least 
five of Perraton's hypotheses (Holmberg 1986a Chapter 8). Penraton 1987 and Holmberg 1989a 
look further into the possibilities for theory development in distance education. 

"Hie last-mentioned approaches differ from the other more descriptive theoretical considerations in 
that they represent search fbr predictive hypotheses. My own attempts in this direction are based 
on a view of theory as a set of hypotheses logically related to one another in explaining and 
predicting occurrences. Theories of this kind should, if they are general and inclusive enough, be 
helpful to practitioners by suggesting suitable methods and procedures. 

Also theories of nnore limited scope are useful, thus, for example, the differentiating of intellectual 
skills introduced by Chang, Crombag, van der Drift & Moonen 1983. Skills to be learnt through 
distance study are divided into operations on knowledge and operations with knowledge. The 
latter imply application of knowledge acquired and are concemed with 'results in the exterior 
world, reality' (Chang, Crombag, van der Drift & Moonen 1983 p. 15). 'Operations on knowledge 
(critique may be a good example) apply to coded knowledge and result in new or new 
representations of knowledge, and in the skill of producing new forms of knowledge out of existing 
knowledge' (op.dt. p. 14). Distance educators following this approach have to judge where these 
two types of operation are required and for each procedure and each medium to decide to what 
extent it helps students to acquire the operational capacities concerned. Attempts theoretically to 
approach distance education from sociological starting-points have also been made, thus by 
Harris 1987. 



8 On the history of distance-education research 

Distance education is nothing new. There are documents indicating that it was practised as early 
as the beginning of the eighteenth century. We know fOr certain that it existed in the early 
nineteenth century (Holmberg 1986a pp. 6 • 7). Scholariy interest and research in distance 
education is of fairly late date, however. 
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With tew exceptions Oike Felg 1932 and Bittner & Maltory 1933) studies testifying to Interest In 
research in the area dkl not appear until after the second vwrW war. however, and the earliest 
monographs date from the 1960s (Holmberg 1960 and 1967. Wedemeyer & Chllds 1961 . Sommer 
1965. Dohmen 1967. Erdos 1967. Peters 1965 and 1967). The sixties also saw a number of articles 
and oocask)nal papers with seminal kteas. OeHing 1 966. Rosberg 1966. Sims 1 966 and 
Wedemeyer 1965 shouki be mentksned here. The first bibriographies of distance- education 
writings also appeared in the 1960s (Chllds i960. Biblk>graphk» Femstudlum 1966 and Holmberg 
1968). 

Uke most educattonal research, studies of distance educatkm were from the beginning based 
both on intellectual Inquisltiveness generally and on practteal requirements Implying, among other 
things, a desire to know as a result of feelings of social and educational responsibility among 
pracHttoners. During the 1970s and 1980s, when distance-education research seems to have 
become of age. it is from the distance-teaching organisations that most research studies emanate, i 
Not unexpectedly scholars at the big distance universities and the Australia. Canadian and US 
•dual-mode* universities have made a number of contributions, and so have recently Latin- 
American scholars (like Miguel Cases, for example). Studies carried out at the planning stage in 
antteipatton of the needs of new distance-teaching organisations have in some cases been of high 
schdarty standard of general Interest to the field (Chang et al. and Kfiymen 1983. inter alia). 

Sometimes research initiated by organisations practically concerned with distance education 
seems to have had as its Incentive a management/administrative background rather than wishes 
to serve attainable student bodies or theoretical conslderattons. A kind of meta study is often 
fbund desirable as a means to study the organisation (university etc.) itself, which can lead to the 
research organisation becoming a kind of auditing body checking how resources are used etc. If it 
is then attached to a decision-making authority. Its search for knowledge may be limited to purely 
Instmmental concerns and it may be hampered by toyallty to Institutions rather than to scholarship 
per se. Entirely free research performed within the framework of an Independent institute with 
resources of its own is more likely to include fundamentally critical issues of more than an 
ephemeral character. 



9 Methods applicable to research Into distance education 

The methods applied in distance-education research have varied. Statistical studies of student 
bodies seemed to dominate for a long time, but also so called qualitative studies have been made 
of the condlttons of students (Heinze 1979 e.g.). The kind of research that implies collecting 
statistical data, virtthout from the beginning relating them to a theoretical framework, used to be 
very conwnon In the field of distance education and can evidently still be fbund. The usual design 
of such studies was an arrangement with two comparable groups of students made to learn the 
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same subject matter, one by working through a correspondence course, the other by taking part 
In ordinary classroom work. The achievements of the two groups were then compared. Peters 
refers to research of this kind as relatively advanced statistteal analysis combined with a complete 
lack of theory (Peters 1973 p. 17). This kind of comparison illuminates a view of distance 
educatton'whteh entirely neglects Its potentials Ibr both Indlvkiual and mass education (by 
remaining within the traditional framework of organised classes of students), for reaching students 
irrespective of geographteal distances and for economies of scale. 

It was under the influence of positivism and behaviourism that it used to be found acceptable to 
coBect and evaluate data without any basis in theory. This often meant an inductive approach . 
Awareness of the devastating criticism of inductlvism delivered by Popper and his fbiiowers has 
made scholars more anxtous than earlier to use hypothetico-deductive research methods, i have 
discussed these Issues at some length in my books Growth and Stnjcture of Distance Education 
(Hdmberg 19e6a pp. 104 - 107) and Theory and PracUce of Distance Education (Hoimberg 1989a 
pp. 17 -20 and 160- 169). 

Whatever conclusions we come to In our considerations of inductive methods there can be no 
doubt that there is great need of fact finding about international distance education. Only with 
reliable factual background is it feasible to relate value judgements, traditions and practice to one 
another in a fruitful way. Wori< of this kind is being done within the framework of the United Nations 
University (Perry 1984), the British Open University (Raggat & Har-' i984) and the West German 
FemUniversitat (Graff & Hoimberg 1984, Hoimberg 1985, Graff & Hoimberg 1988 and Doerfert. 
Schuemer & Tomaschewski 1989). interesting typologies of distance education occur In 
Schuemer I9e8b and Keegan 1990. 

A down-to-earth practical guide to research on distance education Is ly^ltton 1981. 



10 A discipline of distance education 

What has been said so far In my view makes it reasonable to claim that a research discipline of 
c"stance education has emerged. On the basis of documented work I have elsewhere described 
the articulated structure of this discipline as comprising the following areas: 

* Philosophy and theory of distance education 

* Distant students, their milieu, conditions and study motivation 

* Subject-matter presentation 

* Communication and interaction between students and their supporting organisation (tutors, 
counseitors. administrators, ottier students) 

* Administration and organisation 
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* Eoonomics 

* Systems (comparative distance education, typologies, evaiuatton etc.) 

* History of distance education 

(IHoimbergl986bp.28) 

Distance education Is also taught by universities as a seperate discipline (Wlllmot & King 1984, 
Hoimberg 1964 and 1986a and b). A discipline of distance education can thus by now be said'to 
have been established both in research and university teaching 2 Much has been achieved since 
the first scholarly studies of distance education were published. 
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